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On Oct. 30, the Corte Suprema de Justicia (CSJ) of Paraguay removed the final hurdle preventing
former army Gen. Lino Cesar Oviedo from running for the presidency when it quashed his
conviction for plotting a coup in 1996. The nullification of his conviction for mutiny will allow him to
compete in April's election, adding to the momentum his drive for power has gained since he was
released from prison in September (see NotiSur, 2007-10-12).

Unusual court ruling
Caravans of cheering supporters drove through the streets of Paraguay's capital Asuncion early on
Oct. 31 honking horns and chanting, "You can feel it! Lino president!" The court gave no explanation
for its ruling, which, unusually, was released late at night on Oct. 30. CSJ judges ruled after several
military commanders testified the week before that there had never been a coup plot.
Oviedo had been sentenced to 10 years in prison for mutiny after he disobeyed a presidential
order to surrender command of the army in April 1996 and holed up in a barracks with supporters,
sparking fears of a coup. He denies he planned to topple the government of then President Juan
Carlos Wasmosy (1993-1998).
Gen. Oviedo has always denied plotting against Wasmosy, who was Paraguay's first elected civilian
president after longtime dictator Gen. Alfredo Stroessner (1954-1989) was ousted, and he claimed his
political enemies had framed him. There have also been allegations that Oviedo played a role in the
still-murky 1999 assassination of Vice President Luis Maria Argana (see NotiSur, 1999-03-26) and the
shooting deaths of seven demonstrators, although he has not been successfully prosecuted in either
case.
Gen Oviedo rose to prominence in February 1989. He played a significant role in the uprising that
overthrew the Stroessner regime and set the country on the path back to civilian government.
Oviedo was unexpectedly released from prison on Sept. 5, about halfway through his sentence, and
he immediately began laying plans to seek the presidency. But opponents argued his conviction
made him ineligible to run.
The CSJ ruling removes the last roadblock to a presidential bid. Oviedo has already begun the
process of registering for the April 2008 election, and his small opposition party, the Union Nacional
de Ciudadanos Eticos (UNACE), is expected to name him its candidate in January.
Opinion polls show that the other top candidate in the race is former Roman Catholic bishop
Fernando Lugo, who was suspended by the Vatican for his involvement in politics. Lugo is running
as the candidate of the coalition Alianza Patriotica para el Cambio (APC). Oviedo's clearance to
run could split opposition factions that have been trying to unite to topple the Asociacion Nacional
Republicana (ANR, Partido Colorado), which has governed for six decades without interruption.
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The Partido Colorado holds its primary in December and polls show its standing to be weak,
although the absence of a single candidate may account for some of its low standing in surveys.
Oviedo, a right-wing populist who had a big following with poor peasants and speaks Paraguay's
Guarani Indian language, was a Colorado candidate for president in the 1998 campaign, but his run
was blocked when he was charged, convicted, and sentenced for mutiny (see NotiSur, 1998-05-01).
His running mate, Raul Cubas (1998-1999), took over and was elected that year but was forced out by
March 1999 street riots (see NotiSur, 1998-08-21, 1998-12-11 and 1999-04-09).
On Nov. 1, President Nicanor Duarte made public statements questioning the moral and ethical
character of Wasmosy, saying he doubted Oviedo had been attempting a coup. He questioned
Wasmosy's response to alleged reports of insubordination, saying a president would have and
should have ordered the arrest of insubordinate commanders and compatriots. The officials then in
power, Duarte said, "did not act in conformity with the necessities of the hour." Although he backed
Oviedo's claims of innocence, Duarte said the Colorados would be able to rally enough votes to
defeat him and all other opposition in April.
Opponents of Oviedo railed against the 6-3 CSJ decision nullifying the conviction. Political criticism
fell on the president of the court, Alicia Pucheta Sen. Juan Carlos Galaverna, leader of the Colorados
in the Senate, accused Pucheta of leading the decision in Oviedo's favor and making sure the
decision was released at an unusually late hour, getting signatures for the vote "in a dining area and
at an hour close to midnight on a weekend."
Galaverna denied that Pucheta, a choice originally pushed forward by Duarte, was acting on orders
from the president, calling the allegation "a forced conclusion." The senator denied that he would
ever make an alliance with Oviedo personally or politically, although he conceded it would be
necessary to deal with the UNACE party in the legislature.

Leftist opposition figure laments divisions
Pedro Fadul of the left-wing Partido Patria Querida (PPQ) lamented the divisions among the various
factions of the opposition, saying, "We are such imbeciles....How frustrating it is at times the way
in which we are incapable of doing the things that have been done in other places, like building a
national coalition."
Fadul, who had appeared to be an opposition up-and-comer in previous years, lashed out against
Lugo and Oviedo, accusing them of practicing "infernal populism of the left and right," respectively.
Asuncion newspaper La Nacion noted that Fadul had launched his own candidacy outside the
coalition that coalesced around Lugo. In response to the CSJ decision in favor of Oviedo, Fadul said,
"I would say no one needs more proof that the judicial branch is controlled by the [Colorado party].
No one can escape the fact that the law is being adjusted to leave Oviedo free."
Both Lugo and Fadul criticize Oviedo as "just another Colorado" pretending to be an independent.
Fadul disagreed with Lugo's claim, however, that Oviedo is the candidate backed by Brazil.
Lugo accuses Oviedo of planning to make Paraguay "another Brazilian state." A central plank in
Lugo's campaign is the supposed unfairness of the terms of the contract governing how Brazil and
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Paraguay divide electricity and profits from the Itaipu dam on the two countries' shared border (see
NotiSur, 2007-06-08).

-- End --
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